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Abstract 
In	line	with	the	international	research	tendencies,	this	work	assessed	different	aspects	of	the	welfare	
of	working	horses.	The	aim	was	to	identify	whether	the	human-related	indifference	is	correlated	with	
indicators	of	poor	welfare	and	to	discuss	the	possible	causes	of	this	behavioural	response.	Several	animal-
based	welfare	indicators	were	recorded	in	117	working	horses;	data	were	completed	by	a	questionnaire	
answered	by	the	horse	owners.	The	most	frequent	welfare	problems	observed	were	the	absence	of	the	
company	of	 other	horses	 (88%),	 improper	 shoeing	 (86.3%),	watering	 less	 than	 three	 times	per	day	
(83.8%),	too	long/too	short	hooves	(74.4%)	and	housing	in	dirty	barns	(assessed	by	the	body	soiling	of	
the	horses,	64.1%).	The	history	of	at	least	one	episode	of	colic	in	the	past	year	was	quite	high	(32.5%)	
and	only	10.3%	of	the	horses	had	access	to	daily	free	exercise.	The	most	frequent	behavioural	response	
displayed	was	the	indifference	towards	the	observer.	The	strongest	correlation	coefficients	were	found	
between	indifference	and	the	absence	of	free	exercise,	barn	dirtiness,	lesions	at	the	lip	corners,	harness	
contact	points	and	at	the	hip	points	and	also		with	the	presence	of	swollen	tendons/joints.	In	conclusion,	
the	correlation	with	physical	problems	and	poor	management	practices	makes	unlikely	that	the	human	
related	indifference	observed	in	the	assessed	working	horses	reflects	neutral	or	positive	welfare	such	as	
a	relaxed	state	or	feeling	of	safety.	Instead,	it	rather	implies	the	compromised	fitness	of	the	animals	or	
even	features	of	learned	helplessness.	
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INTRODUCTION
The	living	and	working	conditions	of	working	
equines	around	the	world	have	attracted	increasing	
interest	in	the	past	years,	both	from	the	scientific	
community	and	the	public.	Several	original	articles	
present	the	results	of	expanding	research	carried	
out	by	scientific	institutes	or	by	animal	protection	
groups	 in	 order	 to	 gather	data	 for	 practical	 pro-
grammes	 and	 projects	 dealing	 with	 working	
animals.	Improving	the	knowledge	about	the	field	
situation	of	the	horses	used	for	work	(by	thorough	
welfare	 assessments)	 is	 essential	 in	 identifying	
priority	 issues	where	 interventions	 can	be	made	
to	improve	the	situation	of	these	animals.	
As	 Pritchard	 et al.	 (2005)	 concluded,	 direct	
animal-based	 observations	 provide	 the	 measure	
of	 welfare	 status	 that	 is	 most	 relevant	 to	 the	
animal	itself,	in	comparison	with	the	examination	
of	 the	 resources.	 Especially	 for	 working	 horses,	
the	 direct	 indicators	 have	 the	 advantage	 of	
providing	 the	 possibility	 for	 assessment	 at	 the	
animal’s	workplace,	without	interrupting	its	acti-
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vi	ty.	 Both	 the	 article	 of	 Pritchard	 et al.	 (2005)	
and	that	of	Burn	et al.	(2010a)	propose	a	working	
horses’	welfare	assessment	protocol	using	direct	
observation	 of	 health	 and	 behaviour.	 Later,	 their	
assessment	model	was	slightly	adapted	and	used	
by	 other	 researchers,	 including	 Popescu	 and	
Diugan	 (2013)	 in	Romania.	 As	 part	 of	 the	 direct	
observation	of	the	animals,	along	with	the	health-
related	 parameters,	 behaviour	 is	 considered	 im-
por	tant,	 representing	 the	 expression	 of	 an	 ani-
mal’s	 perception	 of,	 and	 interaction	 with,	 its	
environment	(Pritchard	et al.,	2005).	Even	if	many	
behaviours	 are	 difficult	 and	 time	 consuming	 to	
assess,	 as	 they	 cannot	 be	 provoked,	 the	 horses’	
responses	 towards	 people	 can	 be	 evaluated	
and	 they	 have	 importance	 due	 to	 human	 safety	
reasons.	The	behavioural	 response	of	 the	horses	
to	 the	 human	 presence,	 approach	 and	 physical	
contact	was	studied	before	in	various	more	or	less	
standardized	test	situations.	For	example,	Lansade	
and	 Bouissou	 (2008)	 proved	 the	 existence	 of	
a	 “reactivity-to-humans”	 temperament	 trait	 in	
horses,	which	is	stable	across	time	and	situations,	
whether	the	human	is	passive	or	active,	familiar	or	
unfamiliar.	
The	immediate	response	of	the	horses	toward	
humans	 may	 be	 influenced	 by	 the	 quality	 of	 the	
long-term	relation	between	the	animals	and	their	
owners.	 Human-horse	 relational	 problems	 may	
appear	 in	 case	 of	 deficits	 in	 the	 management	
conditions	(housing,	feeding,	possibilities	for	social	
contact	and	 training	methods)	 (Hausberger	et al.,	
2008).	Along	with	the	behavioural	manifestations,	
these	resource-linked	management	problems	may	
be	indicated	also	by	other	direct	welfare	measures.	
Thus,	 it	 can	 be	 assumed	 that	 the	 presence	 of	
negative	 behavioural	 reactions	 to	 humans	 and	
other	 indicators	 of	 welfare	 problems	 could	 be	
found	together,	in	the	same	animals.	In	the	welfare	
assessment	 protocol	 proposed	 by	 Pritchard	 et 
al.	 (2005)	 and	 used	 by	 others	 (Burn	 et al.,	 2009,	
2010;	 Popescu	 and	 Diugan,	 2013;	 Tadich	 et al.,	
2008)	a	simple	behaviour	observation	testing	was	
used,	 to	 give	 indications	 of	 the	 responsiveness	 of	
an	 animal	 to	 humans	 and	 to	 attempt	 to	 identify	
fearfulness	 (Pritchard	 et al.,	 2005).	 According	 to	
these	papers,	in	general	the	response	of	the	horses	
to	 the	 human	 approach	 (presence)	 and	 physical	
contact	can	be	classified	as	positive	(friendliness),	
negative	 (aggressiveness,	 avoidance)	 or	 indiffe-
ren	ce	 (unresponsiveness,	 no	 response	 to	 the	 test	
situation).	 One	 of	 the	 questions	 that	 have	 arisen	
is	 the	 unclear	 significance,	 from	 the	 welfare	
point	 of	 view,	 of	 the	 human-related	 indifference	
in	 these	 animals.	 If	 the	 indifference	 to	 the	whole	
environment	 (classified	 as	 apathy/depression)	
clearly	 shows	 an	 abnormal	 mental	 state	 which	
could	be	triggered	by	elements	of	a	poor	welfare,	
the	 significance	 of	 unresponsiveness	 towards	
people	 in	 overall	 alert	 horses	 is	 less	 understood.	
Burn	 et al.	 (2010a)	 demonstrate	 the	 correlation	
between	the	measure	of	unresponsiveness	and	the	
physical	problems	of	the	equines	they	assessed,	but	
they	 consider	 together	 the	 general	 alertness	 and	
the	reaction	of	the	animals	towards	humans.	
The	aim	of	this	work	is	to	assess	the	different	
aspects	of	the	working	horses’	welfare,	to	identify	
whether	 the	 human-related	 indifference	 is	
correlated	with	indicators	of	poor	welfare	and	to	
discuss	 the	 possible	 causes	 of	 this	 behavioural	
response.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
The	research	was	done	in	April	2013,	by	asse-
ssing	117	working	horses	(64	mares,	32	geldings	
and	21	stallions)	in	a	rural	region	of	Transylvania.	
All	of	 the	horses	were	of	mixed	breed	(unknown	
origin)	and	their	ages	ranged	from	two	years	to	22	
years	(according	to	the	owners’	declaration).	The	
animals	were	assessed	during	their	working	day,	
on	the	roads,	in	animal	markets	and	on	agricultural	
lands	 by	 stopping	 the	 animals	 and	 owners	 from	
their	work.	This	approach	was	preferred	to	ensure	
that	 in	 the	 general	 alertness	 testing	 the	possibly	
relaxed	state	or	superficial	 sleep	 is	not	mistaken	
for	 apathy/depression.	 The	 whole	 assessment	
procedure	 was	 completely	 non-invasive,	 emplo-
ying	a	short	clinical	exam	(inspection	and	palpa-
tion)	 of	 the	 horses	 and	 a	 questionnaire	 for	
the	 owners.	 The	 assessed	 parameters	 and	 the	
evaluation	 methodology	 are	 presented	 in	 Tab.	
1.	 The	 resulted	 data	were	 statistically	 processed	
using	 the	SPSS	version	17	statistic	software.	The	
prevalence	 of	 each	 parameter	 was	 calculated.	
In	 order	 to	 study	 the	 relation	 between	 the	 hu-
man-related	 indifference	 of	 the	 horses	 and	 the	
other	 welfare	 parameters,	 the	 Spearman	 rank	
correlations	 were	 calculated	 because	 our	 data	
did	not	respect	the	normal	distribution.	The	value	
of	 the	 minimal	 significance	 for	 the	 correlation	
coefficients	was	considered	at	P	<	0.05.
Human	Related	Indifference	as	a	Working	Horse	Welfare	Indicator
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Tab. 1	Description	and	notation	of	the	welfare	parameters	assessed	in	117	working	horses
Parameter Description and notation Notation 
Descriptive parameters
Company	of	other	
horses/mammals1
According	to	owner	declaration	(questionnaire)
None	/	other	
mammals	/	
other	horses
Access	to	free	
exercise1
As	above
None	/	limited	
/	unlimited
Access	to	
drinking	water1
As	above
Two	times	per	day	
or	less	/	3	times	per	
day	/	ad	libitum
History	of	colic As	above
Number	of	colic	
episodes	in	the	
past	year:	none	
/	at	least	one
History	of	
lameness
As	above
Number	of	lameness	
episodes	in	the	
past	year:	none	/
at	least	one
Health-related parameters
Body	Condition	
Score	(BCS)3
First	assessed	from	0	(very	poor)	to	5	(very	
fat);	then	compiled	as	“thin”	(scores	1	and	2),	
“good”	(score	3)	and	“fat”	(scores	4	and	5)
Thin	/	good	/	fat
Body	(rump)	soiling1
Faecal	soiling	of	the	lateral	rump	area	(dried	or	fresh	
manure	plaques	exceeding	10	cm	in	diameter)
Present	/	absent
Hair	coat	condition1
Recorded	as	normal	if	the	hair	coat	is	shiny,	uniform,	
clean,	without	debris	or	signs	of	external	parasitosis
Normal	/	abnormal
Body	lesions4
The	most	severe	lesion	is	recorded	if	larger	than	2	cm2	or	
1×3	cm	in	length	and	considering	also	if	it	involves	only	the	
skin,	tissues	underneath	the	skin	or	extensive	lacerations
Absent	/	superficial	
/	deep
Lip	corner	lesions1
Any	visible	injury	of	the	skin	in	the	lip	corner	area,	which	
could	be	caused	by	a	bit	or	any	improvisation	serving	as	a	bit
Present	/	absent
Hip	point	lesions1
Only	lesions	exceeding	2	cm2	or	1×3	cm	in	length	are	
recorded,	in	the	region	of	the	external	point	of	the	ileum Present	/	absent
Harness	contact	
point	lesions1
The	same	as	above,	in	the	body	regions	
where	the	harness	touches	the	skin
Present	/	absent
Lower	leg	lesions4
Distally	to	the	carpometacarpal	or	tarsometatarsal	
joint,	similar	criteria	as	for	the	body	lesions
Absent	/	superficial	
/	deep
Swollen	tendons/
joints1
Recorded	as	present	if	one	or	more	swelling	
can	be	seen	in	the	region	of	tendons	or	
joint	in	at	least	one	fore	-	or	hind	leg
Absent	/	present
Shoeing	quality5
Hoof	trimming	is	assessed	for	levelness,	balance,	
proper	alignment	of	the	hoof-pastern	axis	and	
symmetry.	Shoeing	is	assessed	for	shoe	fit,	quality	of	
clinches	and	overall	appearance	of	the	foot	and	shoe.
Poor	/	medium	
/	good
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
Following	the	welfare	assessment	of	 the	117	
working	horses,	the	results	were	centralized	and	
processed.	 The	 calculated	 prevalence	 of	 each	
parameter	 is	 presented	 in	 Tabs	 2,	 3	 and	 4.	 The	
descriptive	 parameters	 (Tab.	 2)	 provided	 by	 the	
owners’	 questionnaire	 show	 that	 the	 percentage	
of	 horses	 not	 having	 the	 company	 of	 their	 own	
kind,	 with	 limited	 or	 no	 access	 to	 free	 exercise	
and	 watered	 maximum	 two	 times	 per	 day	 is	
worryingly	high.	These	results	may	not	be	singular	
or	 country/region	 specific.	 For	 example	Mekuria	
and	 Abebe	 (2010)	 report	 that	 in	 a	 district	 of	
Southern	 Ethiopia	 84.2%	 out	 of	 the	 interviewed	
households	have	only	one	equine.	The	article	does	
not	 specify	 if	 there	 is	 any	 opportunity	 for	 those	
horses	to	be	in	the	company	of	their	own	kind	at	
least	 periodically,	 but	 it	 is	 not	 very	 likely.	 In	 the	
same	 time,	 the	 cited	paper	 (Mekuria	 and	Abebe,	
2010)	does	not	mention	 if	other	mammals	could	
represent	company	for	the	assessed	horses.	Within	
our	 study,	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 owners	 (Tab.	 2)	
declared	that	at	least	cattle	are	kept	together	with	
their	horses,	meaning	that	some	kind	of	company	
is	provided.	According	to	van	Dierendonck	(2006),	
it	is	likely	that	either	long-term	social	isolation	or	
social	contact	at	a	distance	(i.e.	visual	and	olfactory	
but	 not	 tactile	 contact)	 is	 incompatible	with	 the	
social	needs	of	domestic	horses.	
Respiratory	
disorders
Recorded	as	present	if	there	is	any	sign	of	respiratory	
disease	(cough,	dyspnea,	nasal	discharge	etc)
Absent	/	present
Digestive	disorders
Recorded	as	present	if	there	is	any	sign	of	digestive	
disease	(diarrhoea,	abdominal	pain	etc)
Absent	/	present
Ophthalmic	
disorders
Recorded	as	present	if	there	is	any	sign	of	ocular	
disease	(ocular	discharge,	blepharospasm,	
eye	region	injuries,	absence	of	vision	etc)
Absent	/	present
Gait
Assessed	by	watching	the	horses	walking	in	a	straight	
line	(approximately	10	m).	Recorded	as	normal	
gait	if	there	is	no	obvious	lameness,	with	no	visible	
head	nodding,	hitching,	shortening	of	the	stride;	no	
uneven	weight	bearing	in	motion	and/or	at	rest
Normal	/	abnormal
Behavioural parameters
General	alertness1
Observation	of	the	degree	of	
responsiveness	to	external	stimuli	
Alert	/	depressed
Response	to	
human	approach2
The	observer	approached	in	and	angle	of	about	20°	
to	the	sagittal	plane	of	the	animals’	body.	The	horses’	
response	was	recorded	when	the	assessor	stopped	
at	approximately	30	cm	from	the	head	of	the	animal
Aggressiveness	
/	avoidance	/	
indifference	/	
friendliness
Response	to	
human	walk	
beside2
The	assessor	walked	alongside	the	horse	
towards	its	rear	and	back	again,	maintaining	
a	distance	of	about	30	cm	from	its	body,	
recording	any	sign	of	the	animal’s	attention
Aggressiveness	
/	avoidance	/	
indifference	/	
friendliness
Response	to	chin	
contact	attempt2
The	observer	raised	a	cupped	hand	toward	the
horse’s	chin	and	touched	it,	if	the	
animal	allowed	the	contact
Aggressiveness	
/	avoidance	/	
indifference	/	
friendliness
1Described	in	detail	by	Popescu	and	Diugan	(2013)
2Described	in	detail	by	Burn	et al.	(2010a),	notation	modified	by	Popescu	and	Diugan	(2013)
3Described	in	detail	by	Carroll	and	Huntington	(1988),	modified	by	Popescu	and	Diugan	(2013)
4Described	in	detail	by	Mejdell	et al.	(2010),	modified	by	Popescu	and	Diugan	(2013)
5	Described	in	detail	by	Waggoner	and	Turner	(2010)
Human	Related	Indifference	as	a	Working	Horse	Welfare	Indicator
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Regarding	 the	 possibility	 for	 free	 exercise,	
there	 is	 a	 frequent	 misconception	 among	 the	
owners	 that	 working	 horses	 do	 need	 to	 rest	 in	
the	working	breaks	or	at	 the	end	of	 the	working	
day	but	not	to	move	freely	(Popescu	and	Diugan,	
2013).	 Even	 the	 limited	 access	 to	 exercise	
(tethered	 outdoors)	 is	 insufficient	 and	 the	 daily	
work	 is	 definitely	 not	 an	 adequate	 replacement	
for	free	running	outdoors	(Due,	2006).	In	another	
study	 carried	 out	 in	 Transylvania,	 Popescu	 and	
Diugan	(2013)	found	also	a	very	high	percentage	
of	 working	 horses	 without	 access	 to	 exercise	
(84.06%).	
In	 Romania	 there	 are	 no	 official	 centralized	
veterinary	evidences	 for	 the	 incidence	of	 certain	
health	 problems	 in	 horses,	 such	 as	 colic	 or	
lameness.	 The	 results	 obtained	 in	 this	 study	
were	 based	 on	 the	 owners’	 declaration	 and	 the	
percentages	 can	be	 considered	high.	 Yet	 the	 real	
occurrence	 of	 these	 disturbances	 is	 unknown,	
as	 the	owners	may	not	 recognize	 the	 symptoms,	
especially	in	case	of	lameness.	
The	 prevalence	 of	 lowered	 responsiveness	
(depressed	 mental	 state)	 in	 relation	 with	 the	
environmental	stimuli	was	lower	in	this	study	than	
reported	before	in	Romania	(Popescu	and	Diugan,	
Tab. 2 The	prevalence	of	the	descriptive	welfare	parameters	assessed	in	117	working	horses
Welfare parameter and notation Prevalence (%)
Welfare parameter 
and notation
Prevalence (%)
Company of other horses/mammals Access to drinking water
None	 9.4 Two	times	per	day	or	less 83.8
Other	mammals 78.6 Three	times	per	day 8.5
Other	horses 12 Ad	libitum 7.7
Access to free exercise Number of colic episodes in the past year
None	 23 None	 67.5
Limited	 66.7 At	least	one 32.5
Unlimited	 10.3 Number	of	lameness	episodes	in	the	past	year
None	 58.1
At	least	one 41.9
Tab. 3 The	prevalence	of	the	behavioural	welfare	parameters	assessed	in	117	working	horses
Welfare parameter 
and notation
Prevalence (%)
Welfare parameter 
and notation
Prevalence (%)
General alertness Response to human walk beside
Alert	 98.3 Aggressiveness 5.1
Depressed	 1.7 Avoidance	/	fear 32.5
Response to human approach Indifference 36.7
Aggressiveness 3.4 Friendliness	 25.7
Avoidance	/	fear 17.9 Response	to	chin	contact	attempt
Indifference	 61.5 Aggressiveness 5.9
Friendliness	 17.2 Avoidance	/	fear 30.7
Indifference	 34.2
Friendliness	 29.2
POPESCU	et al
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2013)	and	much	lower	than	in	the	working	horses	
assessed	 in	 the	 developing	 countries	 (a	 mean	
overall	prevalence	of	13.34%,	Burn	et al.,	2010b).	
In	relation	to	people,	four	types	of	behavioural	
responses	 were	 recorded	 in	 each	 of	 the	 three	
tests.	 As	 mean	 prevalence	 in	 the	 three	 tests,	
aggressiveness	was	 found	 in	4.8%	of	 the	horses;	
27%	of	the	assessed	animals	showed	avoidance	/	
fear;	44.1%	were	indifferent	and	24.1%	displayed	
friendliness	 toward	 the	 observer,	within	 the	 test	
situations.	 When	 the	 individual	 reactions	 of	 all	
three	 test	 situations	 were	 added	 together	 (by	
behavioural	response	type)	17	aggressive	reactions	
were	 found,	95	manifestations	of	avoidance/fear,	
155	 responses	 of	 indifference	 and	 84	 friendly	
responses.	 In	 both	 situations	 of	 data	 processing,	
indifference	 was	 the	 most	 frequent	 behavioural	
response.	 The	 high	 percentage	 of	 horses	 being	
indifferent	to	the	human	approach	(Tab.	3)	could	
be	 explained	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 these	 animals	 are	
working	very	often	in	places	populated	by	humans	
(public	roads,	markets	and	so	on).	
Thus,	the	approaching	human	most	probably	
does	 not	 represent	 either	 a	 new	 element	 or	 a	
frightening	 stimulus	 for	 the	 horses.	 The	 lack	 of	
response	 in	 the	 other	 two	 test	 situations	 (the	
observer	walking	beside	the	horse	and	the	attempt	
of	physical	contact)	was	more	frequent	in	this	study	
than	reported	by	Tadich	et al.	(2008)	in	Chile	or	by	
Popescu	and	Diugan	(2013)	in	Romania.	However,	
the	number	of	the	horses	assessed	in	this	study	is	
not	high	enough	to	draw	some	general	conclusions.	
Tab.	 4	 presents	 the	 prevalence	 of	 the	 selected	
health-related	parameters	in	the	assessed	working	
horses.	The	most	frequent	welfare	problems	were	
the	 inadequate	 length	 of	 the	 horses’	 hooves,	 the	
faecal	soiling	of	the	lateral	rump	area,	and	the	low	
body	condition	(thin	horses)	in	many	animals.	
The	 improper	 length	of	 the	hooves,	 the	poor	
shoeing	 or	 hoof	 trimming	 quality,	 the	 abnormal	
hoof	 shape	 or	 hoof	 horn	 quality	 are	widespread	
problems	in	working	horses	(Popescu	and	Diugan,	
2011).	 Inadequate	 hoof	 trimming	 can	 affect	 the	
length	and	shape	of	the	hooves	and	finally	all	the	
hoof	problems	may	lead	to	lameness	or	abnormal	
gait.	
Owner	 education	 would	 be	 an	 important	
aspect,	 because	 emphasizing	 leg,	 joint,	 and	 foot	
care	could	prevent	most	cases	of	lameness	(Kane	
et al.,	2000).
Tab. 4 The	prevalence	of	the	health	related	welfare	parameters	assessed	in	117	working	horses
Welfare parameter and notation
Prevalence 
(%)
Welfare parameter 
and notation Prevalence (%)
Body condition score (BCS) Body lesions
Thin		(scores	0,	1	and	2) 61.5 Superficial	 20.5
Good		(score	3) 27.4 Deep	 13.7
Fat	(scores	4	and	5) 11.1 Lip	corner	lesions
Body (rump) soiling Present 23.9
Present	 64.1 Hip	point	lesions
Hair coat condition Present 24.8
Abnormal	 30.8 Harness	contact	point	lesions
Respiratory disorders Present 23.9
Present	 14.5 Lower	leg	lesions
Digestive disorders Present 31.6
Present	 11.1 Swollen	tendons/joints
Ophthalmic disorders Present 52.1
Present	 10.3 Shoeing	quality
Gait Poor 58.1
Abnormal 47.9 Medium	 28.2
Too long/short hooves
Present	 74.4
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Tab. 5 Statistically	significant	correlations	between	the	human-related	indifference	of	the	horses	in	the	three	
behavioural	tests	and	other	welfare	parameters
Animal linked parameters
rs in different behavioural tests
Human 
approach test
Human walk 
besides test
Chin contact 
test
Access	to	free	exercise	-	none 0.21** 0.24** 0.14*
Body	(rump)	soiling	-	present 0.13* 0.11* 0.15**
Lip	corner	lesions	–	present 0.15** 0.14* 0.23**
Hip	point	lesions	–	present 0.12* 0.11* 0.12*
Harness	contact	point	lesions	–	present 0.13* 0.16** ns
Swollen	tendons/joints	-	present 0.26** 0.23** 0.15**
*Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.05	level
**Correlation	is	significant	at	the	0.01	level
The	 cleanliness	 of	 the	 barns	 was	 assessed	
through	 the	 soiling	 on	 the	 horses’	 rump,	
considering	 that	 no	 body	 soiling	 occurs	 if	 the	
resting	 surfaces	 are	 clean	 and	 dry.	 According	 to	
Houpt	 (2001)	 and	 to	 our	 personal	 observations,	
it	 can	be	stated	 that	many	horse	owners	are	not	
aware	about	the	need	to	provide	bedding	to	their	
horses	in	the	barns.	They	believe	that	horses	are	
sleeping	on	their	feet	and	there	is	no	need	to	ensure	
a	soft,	clean	and	dry	surface	for	them	to	rest.	Not	
cleaning	 properly	 the	manure	 from	 the	 barns	 is	
yet	another	frequent	problem.	The	presence	of	hip	
point	lesions	prove	also	the	lack	of	bedding	usage	
as	the	horses	develop	these	lesions	by	resting	on	
hard,	abrasive	areas.	The	risk	 for	 the	occurrence	
of	these	lesions	increases	as	the	body	condition	of	
the	animals	is	poorer	(Popescu	and	Diugan,	2013).	
The	percentage	of	thin	horses	was	high	in	this	
study.	 As	 Tadich	 et al.	 (2008)	 states,	 the	 season	
influences	 the	 body	 condition	 of	 the	 working	
horses	 through	 the	 availability	 of	 food.	 In	 our	
study	it	is	also	likely	that	many	of	the	horses	were	
found	 thin	 (Tab.	 4)	 because	 that	 the	 assessment	
was	 made	 in	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 spring,	 when	
the	 pastures	 were	 not	 available	 yet.	 In	 order	 to	
investigate	the	link	between	the	indifference	of	the	
assessed	horses	toward	humans	in	the	behavioural	
tests	performed	and	other	animal-related	welfare	
parameters,	the	calculated	correlation	parameters	
are	presented	in	Tab.	5.	
Considering	that	aggressiveness	and	avoidan-
ce/fear	 are	 negative	 reactions	 and	 friendliness	
is	 a	 positive	 response,	 indifference	 still	 has	 an	
uncertain	 significance	 from	 the	 animal	 welfare	
point	 of	 view	 (Pritchard	 et al.,	 2005).	 Studying	
the	relations	between	the	behavioural	and	health-
related	 welfare	 parameters	 in	 working	 horses,	
Burn	 et al.	 (2010a)	 found	 that	 the	 measures	 of	
unresponsiveness	 across	 the	 behavioural	 tests	
associate	 with	 poor	 body	 condition,	 abnormal	
colour	 of	 the	 mucous	 membranes,	 faecal	 soiling	
(i.e.	 diarrhoea),	 eye	 abnormalities,	 more	 severe	
wounds,	and	older	age.	These	findings	suggest	that	
indifference	in	working	horses	is	a	negative	state;	
not	a	manifestation	of	contentedness	and	physical	
security	feeling	but	more	likely	an	exteriorization	
(by	 lack	 of	 reaction)	 of	 sickness,	 exhaustion,	
chronic	 pain	 or	 depression-like	 states	 (Burn	 et 
al.,	 2010a).	Within	 the	 present	 study	 the	 lack	 of	
response	 in	 the	 assessed	horses	 toward	humans	
(the	assessor)	correlated	with	some	management	
problems	 (the	 absence	 of	 free	 exercise,	 keeping	
horses	in	dirty	barns,	on	hard	and	abrasive	resting	
surfaces),	with	 the	 specific	 lesions	 considered	 to	
be	 indicators	 of	 anthropogenic	 harm	 (on	 the	 lip	
corners	and	on	harness	contact	points,	Pritchard	
et al.,	2005;	Popescu	and	Diugan,	2013)	and	with	
the	 presence	 of	 swollen	 tendons	 and/or	 joints.	
Besides	the	explanations	suggested	by	Burn	et al.	
(2010a)	 the	 indifference	of	 the	horses	with	 limb	
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problems	may	also	indicate	indirectly	the	fact	that	
these	 health	 problems	 were	 neither	 medically	
investigated,	 nor	 treated	 by	 the	 owners	 or	 by	 a	
veterinarian.
CONCLUSION
This	study	showed	that	the	assessed	working	
horses	have	several	welfare	problems	which	may	
lower	 their	 quality	 of	 life	 and	working	 power.	 It	
seems	 that	 the	 season	 influences	 these	 horses’	
body	condition	through	the	availability	of	food.	
This	 means	 that	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 winter	
and	in	the	spring	the	owners	should	be	aware	to	
supplement	the	ratios	of	their	animals	in	order	to	
keep	them	in	optimal	body	shape.	
The	 correlation	 with	 physical	 problems	 and	
poor	 management	 practices	 makes	 it	 unlikely	
that	 the	 human-related	 indifference	 observed	 in	
the	 assessed	 working	 horses	 reflects	 neutral	 or	
positive	welfare	such	as	a	relaxed	state	or	feeling	of	
safety.	Instead,	it	rather	implies	the	compromised	
fitness	of	the	animals	or	even	features	of	learned	
helplessness.	
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